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5 Characteristics of SSI and DI
Recipients in the Years Prior
to Receiving Benefits
Evidence from the PSID
Mary C. Daly 
Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco
One of the most disturbing aspects of the recent growth in the Sup 
plemental Security Income (SSI) and Social Security Disability Insur 
ance (DI) rolls has been the increasing number of young people— 
individuals in their 20s, 30s, and 40s—who have moved onto the dis 
ability benefit system. Research on transitions off of the disability rolls 
suggests that many of these young recipients could remain on the sys 
tem for much of their adult lives (Rupp and Scott 1995). This potential 
change in program usage, from a bridge between work and retirement 
to a long-term income maintenance alternative, coupled with rising 
program expenditures and a growing commitment to supporting people 
with disabilities in the labor market, have renewed interest in the paths 
that individuals take to benefit receipt.
This chapter begins to characterize these paths by describing the cir 
cumstances and experiences of SSI and DI beneficiaries in the years 
before they receive benefits. Specifically, it examines the labor market 
effort, living arrangements, income sources, and economic well-being 
of a sample of SSI and DI recipients during the five years prior to ben 
efit receipt. This pre-award view of disability benefit recipients is 
important to the development of preventative policies designed to 
maintain individuals in the labor market and outside of the social safety 
net.
NOTE- Opinions expressed in this paper do not necessarily reflect the views of the 





Almost all of the research on SSI and DI recipients has focused on 
characteristics of current recipients and on their economic well-being 
and labor market behavior after benefits have been awarded. Scott 
(1989) described the characteristics of individuals who came onto the 
SSI rolls between January 1974 and December 1986. Kochhar and 
Scott (1995) examined the disability patterns among SSI and DI recip 
ients and related changes in the SSI caseload to specific changes in dis 
ability requirements and outreach initiatives. Rupp and Scott (1995) 
estimated the length of stay on SSI by age and diagnosis. Hennessey 
and Muller (1994) followed a group of DI recipients to determine the 
factors that influence their decisions to return to work. Scott (1992) 
examined the work efforts of individuals on SSI both before and after 
receiving benefits. Each of these studies began at the point of benefit 
receipt and focused on the factors that contribute to changes in the size 
and composition of the recipient population. Whereas such studies pro 
vide valuable information about the circumstances of individuals 
receiving benefits, they yield little information about these recipients' 
pre-award characteristics.
Several pre-award scenarios are plausible. One possibility is that 
individuals with average income, skills, and attachment to the labor 
market become so severely disabled that they are prohibited from 
working and must rely on transfer income for their economic well- 
being. In this situation, SSI and DI act as public insurance and protect 
the recipient from economic losses associated with the onset of a dis 
ability. In alternative scenarios, the onset of disability may not be the 
event that precipitates applying for and receiving benefits. Instead, 
individuals with disabilities may be capable of work, but unable to find 
employment because of insufficient or mismatched skills and educa 
tion or because of declining economic conditions that reduce labor 
market opportunities. In these cases, disability benefits represent 
"unemployment insurance" for people with disabilities who are unable 
to find jobs. 1
From the perspective of policymakers, the road that people take 
towards benefit receipt is important. Economic disparities that were 
present before the application for and receipt of benefits may not be 
eliminated by disability-based programs designed to offset the losses
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associated with working-age disability or to provide transitional 
income security during periods of health-related losses in economic 
well-being. Moreover, the extent to which work can be used to reduce 
the disability benefit rolls will depend largely on the path that people 
take to benefit receipt. Individuals with average work histories who 
become unable to work either because of an acute change in their 
health or because of a transitory shift in economic conditions will be 
more easily integrated back into the labor market than either individu 
als with a history of long-term transfer receipt or persons with an 
increasingly severe long-term health condition.
Finally, while income transfers represent one option for maintaining 
the economic well-being of all individuals with disabilities, their effec 
tiveness for all groups may not be equal. Examining this and similar 
issues requires that we look at individuals and their circumstances 
before they begin to receive benefits. It is this prebenefit picture that 
will provide the information necessary to make judgments about alter 
natives to moving onto the rolls.
DATA AND METHODOLOGY
Data
The empirical results in this study come from the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics (PSID). The PSID data span more than two decades, 
from 1968 to 1991. Since 1968, the PSID has interviewed annually a 
sample of some 5,000 families, representing a disproportionate number 
of low-income individuals. At least one member of each family inter 
viewed has been either part of the original families interviewed in 1968 
or born to a member of one of these families. Partial information on 
individuals who ceased to be respondents prior to 1991 is included in 
the analysis whenever possible. The PSID currently contains data on 
over 42,000 persons, approximately 23,000 of whom are current 
respondents. This study uses the 1991 Family Individual Response- 
Nonresponse File, including data from 1970 to 1991. Sample weights 
are applied in the analyses to correct for the original oversampling of 




This study relies on longitudinal data that record information about 
income, benefit receipt, family composition, employment, and, to a 
lesser extent, health in each year for a set of individuals. Using this lon 
gitudinal information, the analysis selected a sample of individuals 
who began to receive benefits at some point during the data history. It 
then determines that information on these sample members for the pre 
vious five years is complete and organizes these individuals by the 
onset of their benefit receipt.
Capturing SSI and DI Awards
Unlike administrative data, the PSID does not provide a complete 
history of SSI and DI receipt. However, because the PSID began inter 
viewing families in 1968, there are now 22 years of data over which 
benefit receipt can be traced. Since 1975, the PSID has collected infor 
mation on the types of transfer benefits collected by each member of 
interviewed families. Respondents are asked to identify the program(s) 
that their benefits come from and to estimate the total amount of 
money transferred to each household member. Information from these 
questions is used to identify SSI and DI receipt for all members of the 
sample.
Individuals are included in the sample of SSI(DI) initial awardees 
when five consecutive periods of no SSI(DI) benefits are followed by 
one period of SSI(DI) receipt. 2 To further refine the sample of individu 
als with a beginning spell of SSI(DI), individuals living in households 
reporting SSI(DI) receipt during the period immediately preceding the 
individuals' award are excluded from the sample.
Sample Development
The sample includes all adults who experienced an observable spell 
of SSI or DI receipt, who were between the ages of 18 and 64 when 
receipt began, and who have at least five years of data recorded in the 
years immediately preceding the award year. Some members of the 
sample experienced multiple spells of benefit receipt over the periods 
covered. However, since the analysis is intended to capture experiences 
preceding the first award of benefits, subsequent spells are excluded 
from the analysis.
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Initial SSI awards are recorded beginning in 1979; DI awards are 
evaluated beginning in 1984. Although the PSID contains information 
on SSI receipt prior to 1979 and Old Age and Survivors Disability 
Insurance (OASDI) receipt prior to 1984, there are insufficient data to 
build a complete history during these periods. In the case of SSI receipt 
there are no data on a respondent's pre-SSI association with one of the 
state-based programs for Old-Age Assistance, Aid to the Permanently 
and Totally Disabled, and Aid to the Blind. Since the analysis sets out 
to examine the pre-award circumstances of new SSI recipients, individ 
uals receiving'benefits between 1974 and 1979 are excluded from the 
analysis. For DI the problem is slightly different. Prior to 1984, the 
PSID data do not include an indicator for the type of OASDI benefit 
received. Thus, it is not possible to separate SSDI transfers from trans 
fers based on age or survivorship. 3
Applying these criteria, the final sample of new SSI recipients, 
which includes all those individuals who had five consecutive periods 
of no SSI receipt followed by at least one period of SSI benefits 
between 1979 and 1991, contains 211 individuals. The DI sample, 
which contains individuals who have five consecutive periods of no 
social security benefits followed by at least one period of DI receipt, 
has 199 members.4'5
Measuring Disability
Self-reported disability is recorded in order to observe the time 
between a self-reported health event and the beginning of disability 
benefits. There is continued discussion in the literature about the best 
way to ascertain disability status from self-reported measures, but 
since all members of the sample have already been classified as dis 
abled for the purpose of receiving benefits (by passing the substantial 
gainful activity screen), the most comprehensive set of measures is 
used (see Burkhauser and Daly [1996a, 1996b] for a brief summary of 
this debate). Four questions are combined to create the self-reported 
disability measure used here. The four PSID variables used are 1) dis 
abled or in need of care, 2) lists primary activity as permanently dis 
abled, 3) ranks health as fair or poor, 4) reports having a physical or 
nervous condition that limits the type or amount of work that can be 
performed. Any individual falling into one or more of these categories 
is considered to have a self-reported disability.
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Measuring Employment and Presence of Other Earners
Individuals are classified as employed in the previous year if they 
report that they worked 52 hours or more and had positive wage earn 
ings. Individuals are classified as living with other earners if anyone in 
the family unit reported both positive hours and positive earnings dur 
ing the year.
Measuring Social Assistance and Social Insurance
Social assistance includes all means-tested public transfers such as 
AFDC, food stamps, and General Assistance. The PSID data identify 
two welfare programs: AFDC and food stamps. All other social assis 
tance programs are classified as other welfare. Social insurance 
includes all public transfers made on the basis of employment contri 
butions; these include workers' compensation, unemployment insur 
ance, and social security.
Measuring Economic Well-Being
Since this analysis focuses on changes in an individual's access to 
resources, household economic status in the absence of government 
taxes and transfers (pregovernment income), and in their presence 
(postgovernment income), are measured. 6 To account for differences in 
family size, the equivalence scale weighting factor contained in the 
U.S. Bureau of the Census poverty measures is applied to each individ 
ual household income.
The variables used in this analysis describe the economic and family 
characteristics of individuals who receive disability transfers. The vari 
ables are intended to capture the relative costs and benefits of applying 
for or receiving transfers. At the individual level, a person's marital sta 
tus, self-identification of disability, and labor force status are reported. 
Although individuals apply for and receive benefits, these decisions are 
often made within the context of family resources. Thus, the analysis 
reports on the presence of other earners, other transfer income, and the 
level of household size-adjusted income inclusive of taxes and trans 
fers. Finally, household composition is examined by comparing the 
two types of living arrangements in which a recipient has no other 
adult present: single-person households and single-parent households. 
To the extent that co-residing adults have two sources of income (either
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transfer income or earnings), these single adult families may be more 
vulnerable to economic losses associated with disability and thus more 
likely to apply for benefits.
RESULTS
The analyses presented here use multiperiod data to follow the path 
of adult SSI(DI) recipients in the five years prior to benefit receipt. The 
initial award is captured by requiring individuals to have five years of 
no SSI or DI benefits followed by at least one year of benefits. The lon 
gitudinal sample is used to examine the labor market activity, house 
hold economic well-being, and household composition of individuals 
prior to the beginning of SSI and DI payments, by examining these 
transitions, a clearer picture of who comes onto the disability benefit 
rolls, and what factors put individuals at risk for receiving benefits, can 
emerge.
Tables 5.1 and 5.2 report the percentage of individuals who are in a 
particular circumstance—such as having a disability, falling below the 
poverty line, or living in a single-adult household—in each year prior to 
benefit receipt (?)• Table 5.1 describes the experiences of the sample of 
SSI recipients. The average age at award among SSI recipients is 42.0 
years. About one-third of the sample is married in each of the five years. 
The percentage of individuals reporting that they have a disability 
increases as the award year (f) draws nearer, moving from 42 percent to 
63 percent. 7 As the employment and transfer receipt percentages reveal, 
many of these individuals are unemployed or out of the labor force and 
relying on transfer income well before they receive SSI payments. Less 
than 30 percent were employed five years before receiving benefits, and 
less than one-quarter were employed three years before receiving bene 
fits. However, more than one-half were living with other earners and 
more than three-quarters were living in a household receiving some 
type of government transfer (social assistance or social insurance).
The stability of the percentage of other earners and the percentage 
of households receiving transfer income helps explain the very static 
pattern of pre- and postgovernment income over the evaluation period. 
Mean pregovernment income decreases modestly from five years prior
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Table 5.1 Characteristics of the Population of Adult SSI Recipients in the 
Years Prior to Benefit Receipt in Year t
Characteristics t-5 t-4 t-3 t-2 t-1 t
Individual3
Married (%) 32 34 34 32 30 29 
Self-reported
disability (%) 42 45 50 56 61 63 
Employed (%) 28 29 24 25 24 24 
Household
Other earners (%) 60 58 56 53 56 57 
Receiving social
assistance(%) 32 34 34 32 30 8 
Receiving any public
transfer (%) 73 72 77 82 82 100 
In poverty (%) 32 34 36 32 31 37 
Pregovernment
income ($) 9,151 9,170 9,416 8,459 8,413 8,253 
Postgovernment
income ($) 11,421 11,593 11,913 11,333 11,387 11,639 
Household composition
Mean family size 3.82 3.75 3.50 3.39 3.32 3.23 
Single-person
household (%) 7.5 7.9 7.7 10.5 11.0 16.5 
Single person with
children (%) 17.3 12.4 15.6 13.8 12.7 8.2 
All others (%) 75.2 79.7 76.7 75.7 76.3 75.3 
Head or partner in
household (%) 64.4 64.6 64.8 65.1 66.8 69.6
Child of head or
partner (%) 28.4 28.3 28.2 27.9 25.8 21.9
Other related or
unrelated adult (%) 7.2 6.1 7.0 7.0 7.4 8.5
SOURCE 1991 Panel Study of Income Dynamics
NOTE Sample of individuals 18-64 years of age who began to receive SSI benefits between 1979
and 1991 (N - 211). Results are weighted to reflect population values.
Individuals' average age at award in year / is 42.0.
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Table 5.2 Characteristics of the Population of Adult DI Recipients in the 
Years Prior to Benefit Receipt in Year t
Characteristics t-5 t-4 t-3 t-2 t-1 t
Individual3
Married (%) 50 50 49 51 49 49 
Self-reported
disability (%) 42 44 49 55 66 75 
Employed (%) 51 49 42 39 33 18 
Household
Other earners (%) 66 58 58 59 59 59 
Receiving social
assistance (%) 11 9 15 10 11 4 
Receiving any public
transfer (%) 57 58 65 64 72 1.0 
In poverty (%) 14 12 18 16 23 20 
Pregovernment
income ($) 17,104 16,004 16,579 15,649 15,651 13,383 
Postgovernment
income ($) 17,238 16,676 17,211 16,670 17,472 17,350 
Household composition
Mean family size 3.33 3.25 3.13 3.07 3.05 2.92 
Single-person
household (%) 13.3 15.6 16.5 16.4 13.6 14.5 
Single person with
children (%) 7.3 6.9 5.6 5.7 9.0 8.5 
All others (%) 79.4 77.5 77.9 77.8 77.5 77.5 
Head or partner in
household (%) 77.9 79.4 79.4 80.9 80.9 83.2 
Child of head or
partner (%) 16.8 15.4 16.5 15.1 15.0 12.7 
Other related or
unrelated adult (%) 5.3 5.2 4.1 4.0 4.1 4.1
SOURCE- 1991 Panel Study of Income Dynamics
NOTE: Sample of individuals 18-64 years of age who began to receive DI benefits between 1979
and 1991 (N = 199) Results are weighted to reflect population values
Individuals' average age at award in year Ms 44 9
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to receipt (t - 5) to the award year (f), declining by 8 percent. After 
taxes and transfers have been included, this decline in household 
income disappears. Mean postgovernment income actually increases 
by 2 percent over the same period.
Although household income does not fluctuate very much over the 
period, the components of household income do change. The diver 
gence in pre- and postgovernment income over the five years indicates 
that as the award year draws near, an increasing portion of the average 
recipient's household income comes from public, rather than private, 
sources. Finally, the static pattern of average economic well-being 
comes with more than 30 percent of the eventual recipients in poverty 
each year. Thus, the income stability observed is at a relatively low 
level of economic well-being.
Apart from changes in individual characteristics and household eco 
nomic well-being, future awardees may experience changes in house 
hold composition that create the need for, or access to, benefits. For 
some individuals, disability benefits may be the mechanism by which 
they can live independently. The final portion of Table 5.1 describes the 
changes in household composition and living arrangements that occur 
prior to period t. As the year of benefit receipt draws closer, the number 
of eventual recipients living in single-person households increases. 
This rise is correlated with declines in both the number of single-parent 
families and the number of individuals living with their parents. The 
percentage of single-parent families falls from 17.3 percent in t - 5 to 
8.2 percent in t. Likewise, the percentage of individuals living in their 
parents' homes falls from 28.4 percent in t - 5 to just over 20 percent in 
t. The growth in the number of single-person households suggests that 
living in a single-person household and receiving SSI benefits may go 
together. Overall, these results show that a majority of eventual SSI 
recipients are heads or partners of their own households.
In Table 5.2 the focus shifts to DI recipients. Because of the mini 
mum quarters of coverage required of DI applicants, their prebenefit 
experiences are likely to include more work and higher levels of eco 
nomic well-being than the SSI recipients. The average age of recipients 
in the first year of benefits is 44.9 years. As with SSI recipients, the 
prevalence of disability among the sample members increases as the 
award date approaches. As the prevalence of self-reported disability 
increases, the percentage employed decreases, moving from 51 percent
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in year t - 5 to only 18 percent in year t. DI recipients were more likely 
than SSI recipients to be employed five years prior to receiving bene 
fits; one-half of the DI recipients were employed in t - 5 compared to 
less than one-third of the SSI recipients. Moreover, there is a discern 
ible process of transitioning out of the labor market among DI recipi 
ents. Over the five-year period the percentage of eventual DI recipients 
employed declined steadily, whereas among SSI recipients employ 
ment status remained relatively static.
In addition to their own work efforts, DI recipients have more 
household resources to draw on than did the SSI recipients in the years 
prior to receiving benefits. A larger fraction live with other earners, 
more are married, and fewer are living in single-adult households. Not 
surprisingly, a smaller percentage are in poverty or receiving transfers. 
As for SSI recipients, mean postgovernment income among future DI 
recipients remains stable throughout the five years preceding their DI 
receipt. And like SSI recipients, pregovernment and postgovernment 
income among future DI recipients remains stable throughout the five 
years preceding their DI receipt. And like SSI recipients, pregovern 
ment and postgovernment income among future DI recipients diverge 
as the benefit year approaches, implying a growing reliance on public 
transfers for income support.
Tables 5.1 and 5.2 describe the prevalence of characteristics and cir 
cumstances in each year among the sample of eventual recipients, but 
do not provide information about individual transitions or patterns of 
behavior over the five years. The remaining analyses focus on individ 
ual patterns and transitions prior to benefit receipt. Tables 5.3 and 5.4 
show the percentage of eventual recipients living in a particular cir 
cumstance by the number of years prior to receipt. Since this analysis 
encompasses a five-year span, an individual may be in a particular state 
from 0 to 5 years. These results provide some indication of the duration 
of circumstances among eventual recipients.
Table 5.3 reports findings for the sample of SSI recipients. The first 
row of Table 5.3 shows that more than one-third of the eventual recipi 
ents reported being disabled in each of the five years prior to receiving 
benefits. An additional one-third never report being disabled in the 
PSID data. The next row of Table 5.3 shows that about one-half of 
eventual SSI recipients did not work at any time during the five years 
prior to receiving benefits. The remaining 50 percent who did work
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SOURCE- 1991 Panel Study of Income Dynamics
NOTE Sample of individuals 18-64 years of age who began to receive SSI benefits between 1979
and 1991 (N = 211) Results are weighted to reflect population values
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SOURCE- 1991 Panel Study of Income Dynamics.
NOTE 1 Sample of individuals 18-64 years of age who began to receive DI benefits between 1979
and 1991 (N = 199) Results are weighted to reflect population values.
Growth in Disability Benefits 189
over the five-year period were about equally dispersed over the distri 
bution of years 1-5, although a slightly larger number reported one 
year of market work than reported two, three, four, or five years of 
market work. Moving down the table reveals that a large fraction (40.3 
percent) of eventual recipients lived with other earners in each of the 
five years prior to receiving benefits. An even larger fraction (61.0 per 
cent) received some form of government transfer in each of the five 
year prior to receiving SSL Only about 10 percent of the future recipi 
ents received no government transfers prior to being awarded SSL 
Although a majority of eventual recipients lived with other earners and 
received government transfer income prior to receiving benefits, less 
than one-half maintained incomes above the poverty line in each of the 
five years. About 20 percent were in poverty over the entire five-year 
period, and about 25 percent were in poverty for one or two years over 
this period.
These results add to the picture of SSI recipients in the years just 
prior to benefit receipt. This view diverges slightly from the one cast in 
Table 5.1. Table 5.3 indicates that work is more important and transfer 
receipt less important that the percentages in Table 5.1 would imply. At 
the same time, the results in Table 5.3 show that the incidence of pov 
erty among eventual recipients is higher than implied by the yearly 
prevalence rates in Table 5.1.
In Table 5.4, the analysis is repeated for DI recipients. Like the SSI 
recipients, about one-third of the DI recipients reported being disabled 
in each of the five years prior to receiving benefits, and an additional 
one-third were never captured as disabled in the PSID data. Although 
the patterns of self-reported disability are similar among SSI and DI 
recipients, Table 5.4 shows that eventual DI recipients are more likely 
to work, less likely to receive benefits, and less likely to be in poverty 
than individuals who move onto SSI. Two-thirds of the eventual DI 
recipients (compared to one-half of SSI recipients) work at some time 
over the five-year period; about one-quarter work in each year up to the 
year prior to receiving benefits. Only 25 percent report receiving social 
assistance over this period, although about 80 percent received some 
form of public transfer. Consistent with a greater reliance on work, 
only one-third of the DI recipients are in poverty at any point during 
the five years prior to benefit receipt, compared to more than one-half 
of eventual SSI recipients.
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Tables 5.3 and 5.4 identify the fraction of eventual recipients who 
are either always or never in a particular circumstance. Tables 5.5 and 
5.6 shift the focus to the proportion of beneficiaries who experience 
transitions prior to receiving benefits. These results capture the paths of 
those who were not at either of the endpoints (0 or 5 years) in Tables 
5.3 and 5.4.
Table 5.5 reports results for SSI recipients. The first column records 
the percentage of individuals experiencing a transition at some time 
over the entire five-year period; the second column reports the rates of 
transition in the year prior to benefit receipt. Events for disability, 
divorce or separation, loss of employment, and move to a single-person 
household are recorded for the individual. 8 In addition, changes in an 
individual's household economic status are recorded as loss of other 
transfers, fall into poverty, and a change (positive or negative) in 
household income of more than 50 percent. Finally, increases and 
decreases in family size are recorded. These transitions describe the 
amount of movement into and out of circumstances that potentially 
change the need and eligibility for disability-related benefits.
Among SSI recipients the events of disability and job loss are the 
most common. About 30 percent of the sample of SSI recipients moved 
from reporting no disability to reporting a disability during the five- 
year preaward period. Only about 10 percent reported that the transi 
tion to disability occurred just two years prior to being awarded SSI. 
Loss of employment was slightly more common. Loss of employment 
is defined as moving from having earnings to not having earnings at 
some point between t - 5 and t - 1. Thirty-two percent of the sample 
reported such a transition. A little less than half that number, 12 per 
cent, report a loss of employment between t - 2 and t-l.
Based on the movements recorded in the previous tables, both the 
loss of employment and the transition into disability were expected. 
Less expected were the large number of individuals who experienced a 
change in one of the measures of household economic well-being. 
Tables 5.1 and 5.3 showed that the percentage of eventual benefit recip 
ients living in households with other earners and receiving transfer 
income was relatively stable over the five-year period. But Table 5.5 
reveals that the stability captured for the average is not representative 
of all individuals. More than one-quarter of eventual SSI recipients 
lose the support of other earners in their household prior to receiving
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Table 5.5 Changes in Family and Economic Circumstances Prior to 




Event of disability 29 10 
Divorce or separation 3 1 
Move to a single-person household 6 3 
Loss of employment 32 12
Household income
Loss of other household earners 26 4 
Loss of welfare income 24 10 
Loss of all transfer income 18 5 
Fall into poverty 28 9
50% or larger decline in 
postgovernment household income 20 7
50% or larger increase in 
postgovernment household income 42 10
Household composition
Decline in family size 52 17 
Increase in family size_____________34________14____
SOURCE: 1991 Panel Study of Income Dynamics.
NOTE" Sample of individuals 18-64 years of age who began to receive SSI benefits between
1979 and 1991,(Af=211) Results are weighted to reflect population values
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Table 5.6 Changes in Family and Economic Circumstances Prior to 




Event of disability 32 14 
Divorce or separation 8 1 
Move to a single-person household 6 1 
Loss of employment 53 17
Household income
Loss of other household earners 22 3 
Loss of welfare income 17 4 
Loss of all transfer income 19 2 
Fall into poverty 29 12
50% or larger decline in 
postgovernment household income 23 5
50% or larger increase in 
postgovernment household income 44 14
Household composition
Decline in family size 38 13 
Increase in family size __ __ __ 30 __ ___11
SOURCE 1991 Panel Study of Income Dynamics.
NOTE: Sample of individuals 18-64 years of age who began to receive DI benefits between 1979
and 1991 (N = 199) Results are weighted to reflect population values
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benefits. Similarly, 24 percent stop receiving social assistance for at 
least one year prior to receiving benefits. Fewer individuals move 
entirely out of the transfer population. About 18 percent lose all trans 
fer income during the five years prior to receiving benefits.
Nearly 30 percent of the recipients transitioned from not poor to 
poor over the course of the period. One-fifth experienced a drop in 
their postgovernment household income of more than 50 percent. The 
frequency of these types of transitions point to a significant level of 
economic uncertainty during the years preceding movement onto the 
SSI rolls. This economic uncertainty is underscored by the finding that 
42 percent of eventual SSI recipients experience a 50 percent or larger 
increase in their postgovernment family income during the study 
period. Although increases in income are much more likely given the 
low base from which these individuals start, these fluctuations indicate 
that many future recipients experience substantial changes in their 
household income just prior to benefit receipt. Finally, both increases 
and decreases in family size are common in the years prior to an SSI 
award. About 50 percent of the future recipients experience a decline in 
family size at some time during the five years before receiving benefits. 
A smaller number—about 34 percent—have an increase in family size.
Taken together, these results point to a frequency of events that put 
individuals at risk for losses associated with their disability. The fact 
that changes in economic and household factors are as common as 
changes in health suggests that for many eventual SSI beneficiaries, 
becoming a recipient may often be a response to economic factors that 
interact with health.
Moving to changes among DI recipients, Table 5.6 reports similar 
patterns to the ones found for SSI recipients. Loss of employment is 
more common than changes in disability status. Loss of other earners 
and loss of public transfers occurs for about one-fifth of the sample. 
Approximately equal numbers of DI and SSI recipients experience a 
fall into poverty, or a positive or negative change in postgovernment 
household income. A smaller number of DI recipients, compared to 
SSI recipients, experience declines in family size, but about the same 
percentage report an increase in family size.
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CONCLUSIONS
This analysis has examined the characteristics of individuals in the 
years prior to receiving disability-related benefits. The picture that 
emerges is one in which changes in individual employment, household 
economic status, and household composition are as likely as changes in 
health. Moreover, for a large fraction of individuals, health status 
remains constant over the course of the five years prior to benefit 
receipt. However, since the PSID data include no measure of severity, 
no clear interpretation of this can be made.
Like other research, this analysis confirms that work is an important 
component in the lives of many future recipients, transitions out of 
employment in the five years prior to benefit receipt occur for about 30 
percent of the SSI recipients and for about 50 percent of the DI recipi 
ents. It is these groups who could potentially benefit—conditional on 
the severity of their impairment—from programs that encourage work 
and attempt to maintain people independently in the labor market. 
Despite some connection to the labor market, a large fraction of benefit 
recipients have been on public transfers for a number of years, particu 
larly among SSI recipients. For these individuals, interventions 
designed to avoid movement onto the transfer rolls must begin long 
before they apply for disability transfers.
While these data do not permit more elaborate determinations of the 
experiences of disability benefit recipients in the years prior to their 
awards, the results encourage this type of analysis. Further research in 
this area will help complete the picture of the transition of individuals 
onto the disability rolls and the types of assistance and support that 
would best serve to reduce long-term recipiency.
Notes
1. See Chapter 3 for an analysis of the relationship between economic conditions 
and the disability rolls.
2. The PSID data do not consistently permit the identification or concurrent SSI/DI 
recipients. To account for the possibility that SSI/DI concurrent recipients are dif 
ferent from SSI-only recipients, a two-year SSI receipt criterion is applied for sen 
sitivity analysis. This two-year restriction is based on the findings of Rupp and 
Scott (1995), which show that approximately 75 percent of concurrent SSI/DI
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recipients exit the SSI program within the first year. The results are not sensitive 
to this change.
3. The sample is a proxy for the first onset. In the case of SSI recipients who came 
into the panel after 1974, and those who were eligible for benefits under the previ 
ous programs for the aged, blind, and disabled, individuals may have had spells of 
benefit receipt that are not observed in the data. In the case of DI benefits, individ 
uals may have had benefits prior to the beginning of the panel in 1968 or prior to 
becoming part of the panel at some later period.
4. Using the stated criteria, there are 293 SSI recipients and 258 DI recipients. How 
ever, 82 of the SSI recipients and 59 of the DI recipients are not part of the PSID 
original sampling frame. These "out of sample" members of the PSID do not have 
sampling weights and therefore cannot be used in this analysis.
5. The robustness of the results to the small sample sizes was checked by shortening 
the in-sample requirement from five to three years. Although the sample sizes 
increased by approximately 50 cases the results were not changed. Therefore, the 
analysis reported refers only to the five-year requirement sample.
6. The tax routing developed by the staff of the PSID is used to compute the post- 
government income measure.
7. Given that each member of this sample has passed the substantial gainful activity 
test to receive benefits, it is somewhat surprising that only two-thirds report that 
they have a disability at the time they are awarded benefits. This discrepancy in 
self-identified disability and an official disability classification may be associated 
with the lack of specific questions about mental impairments in the PSID data.
8. Death of a spouse is not an option for SSI recipients due to the difficulty in iden 
tifying why benefits were received (i.e., for disability or survivorship).
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Comments on Chapter 5
Daniel Mont 
Congressional Budget Office
Mary Daly uncovers the instability that lurks beneath the seemingly 
stable behavior of aggregate measures of poverty and living arrange 
ments among people in the years prior to the receipt of disability bene 
fits. For example, the percentage of adult Supplemental security 
Income (SSI) recipients living with other earners in each of the five 
years prior to receiving benefits remains almost constant at just under 
60 percent. However, Daly shows that during those five years prior to 
receiving benefits, over 20 percent of recipients experienced the loss of 
an earner in their family.
These important results, however, can be easily misinterpreted if 
used to draw conclusions about the causes of Social Security Disability 
Insurance (DI) or SSI receipt. Take the above statistics. One should not 
conclude that the loss of an earner from one's household necessarily 
leads to a big increase in the chances of going on SSI. If the total num 
ber of future recipients in households with other earners stays constant 
at 60 percent, and 20 percent are losing household earners, then many 
future recipients, maybe as many as 20 percent, must be gaining house 
hold earners. One could equally conclude that gaining a household 
earner increases one's chances of receiving SSI! Of course, what could 
be happening are two separate types of events. Some people could lose 
the assistance of other earners and seek help through the SSI program, 
while others could be finding it harder to live on their own and so move 
in with others, but still end up receiving SSI.
The point is that there are a lot of transitions occurring among these 
people. It is unclear, however, how these factor in to the dynamics of 
SSI and DI recipiency.
The fact that instability exists among future SSI recipients is not sur 
prising. After all, in order to qualify for SSI benefits a person by defini 
tion has not had a stable work history.
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The finding that there is a reasonable amount of change in the fam 
ily and economic circumstances prior to the receipt of DI benefits is 
more interesting. Nevertheless, the impact of this finding is tempered 
by the fact that Daly makes no comparison with people not receiving 
benefits. How can- you judge if instability is associated with DI receipt 
unless you know if future DI recipients experience more or fewer tran 
sitions than their nondisabled counterparts?
The work Daly has done is an important first step at examining the 
path to receiving disability benefits and provides a much needed 
description of the lives of beneficiaries prior to their becoming benefi 
ciaries. Interesting extensions of this work would include
• comparing the rate of transitions reported in Chapter 5 to similar 
rates for people with similar levels of economic resources who do 
not end up receiving benefits
• investigating how circumstances surrounding transitions that lead 
to receipt of benefits differ from other transitions
• undertaking an event history analysis, or some other procedure, to 
determine how changes in living arrangements and economic cir 
cumstances affect the probability of beginning a spell of SSI or DI 
recipiency
• decomposing the disabled into categories of people who have had 
more similar experiences, for example by age or type of disability.
Comments on Chapter 5
Virginia Reno 
National Academy of Social Insurance
This is a very well-done paper. It is a thoughtful, clear, and concise 
descriptive analysis of what can be learned from the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics (PSID) about Social Security Disability Insurance 
(DI) and Social Security Income (SSI) beneficiaries in the years prior 
to benefit receipt. It leaves the reader wishing to know more, yet grate 
ful that the author did not stretch the analysis beyond what the data can 
show. I have two brief comments about the paper's conclusions and 
some more general observations about disability policy research.
The paper concludes that changes in employment and economic sta 
tus are as likely as changes in health in the five years before receipt of 
DI or SSI disability benefits. On one level, this should not be surpris 
ing. The purpose of DI and SSI is to provide benefits to people with 
severe work disabilities, not simply those with impairments. Conse 
quently, it is reasonable to expect changes in employment and eco 
nomic status along with changes in health status prior to benefit 
receipt.
This finding is consistent with what we heard in focus group inter 
views conducted for the Academy's Disability Policy Panel (Mashaw 
and Reno 1996a, p. 177-193). Those interviews included beneficiaries 
in three broad impairment categories: musculoskeletal, mental, and 
"other," which included circulatory, respiratory and other body-system 
diseases. In all three groups the onset of work disability was often 
gradual. Despite the onset of illness or injury, people often remained at 
their jobs months or even years after the onset of their conditions. 
They typically turned to DI only after they could no longer hold down 
their jobs. Often they had exhausted other remedies, such as rehabilita 
tion, and other avenues of support, such as unemployment insurance or 
workers' compensation. Those on SSI sometimes had relied on other 
assistance before they learned about and qualified for SSI. While focus 
groups are only anecdotal, they, like the PSID data, suggest that the
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transition onto the disability benefit rolls is a gradual process. Benefit 
recipients tend to be older workers with chronic, progressive condi 
tions. They do not fit a conventional image of "persons with disabili 
ties" that might be conveyed by the popular wheelchair logo. 
Wheelchair users are only a small proportion of DI beneficiaries, less 
than 5 percent some years ago (Lando, Cutler, and Gambler 1982). It 
appears that the nature of the person's impairment, and its interaction 
with the demands of work the person can reasonably be expected to do, 
are more important that the suddenness of impairment onset in under 
standing antecedents of benefit receipt.
Daly's paper goes on to conclude that "for a majority of individuals 
health status remains constant over the course of the five years preced 
ing benefit receipt," but adds a caveat that measures of severity of 
health conditions are lacking. I would suggest that the caveat makes 
the conclusion of dubious validity. Because health status is measured 
in such a rudimentary way, changes in health status are not fully cap 
tured. In this analysis, health status and disability status are used inter 
changeably. It is a binary variable made up of answers to four 
questions about 1) disability or need for care; 2) whether primary 
activity is permanently disabled; 3) whether health is fair or poor; and 
4) presence of a physical or nervous condition that limits the type or 
amount of work that can be performed. Presence of a disability is a 
positive response to at least one of the above. Absence of disability is 
none of them. By this construct, the only change captured is a transi 
tion from having none of these conditions to having at least one during 
the five years that end before benefit receipt. Changes in the severity of 
progressive health conditions after onset are not. measured, nor are 
onsets that occur in the year of benefit receipt. Without more refined 
measures of health and disability status, the conclusion that health sta 
tus remains constant does not seem to be supported.
The remaining points I want to make are not about the paper, but 
about what the author had to work with, or more important, what she 
did not have to work with. The paper highlights the serious dilemma 
researchers face in attempting to do policy research on the DI and SSI 
programs without adequate data. Investment in appropriate data bases 
has been sorely lacking over the last fifteen years. General household 
surveys designed for other purposes have two serious limitations for
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studying beneficiaries, problems of sample size and ambiguity in iden 
tifying the population of interest.
The PSID yielded 199 persons classified as having been newly 
awarded DI benefits from 1984 through 1991, an eight-year period 
when 3.4 million persons were awarded DI benefits (SSA 1995, p. 264). 
Similarly, it yielded 211 adults identified as new SSI awardees over the 
thirteen-year period from 1979 through 1991 when 4.1 million adults 
were awarded SSI benefits on the basis of disability or blindness (SSA 
1995, p. 302). The very sparse observations seriously constrain what 
can be reliably quantified with regard to the diversity of people's expe 
riences as they enter the disability benefit rolls.
General purpose surveys simply are not very cost-effective ways to 
sample disability beneficiaries, particularly new entrants. Despite con 
cern about the size of the disability benefit rolls, entry onto the rolls 
remains a rare event. DI incidence rates over the period under study 
ranged from about 3 to 5 per 1000 insured workers (Mashaw and Reno 
1996a, p. 16). If we take account of the fact that only about three- 
fourths of the working-age population are insured, the overall DI inci 
dence rate is about 2 to 4 per 1,000 Americans between 18 and 65 
years old. SSI incidence rates are no larger than these over the period 
under study. Because receipt of social security or SSI disability bene 
fits is rare, special surveys are needed to target and screen adequate 
samples of individuals who are at risk of entering the disability benefit 
rolls.
A second data limitation for the purpose of studying the characteris 
tics of DI and SSI beneficiaries is the lack of an exact match between 
administrative records and responses to household surveys. There are 
a number of reasons to worry about the validity of beneficiary status as 
reported in household surveys. First, anecdotal evidence suggests that 
beneficiaries often are unsure about what kind of benefits they are 
receiving. Distinctions among DI, SSI, workers' compensation, or 
other public or private benefits are not as clear to beneficiaries as they 
may be to policy analysts. Second, in many household surveys, one 
person in the household answers for everyone in the household. If we 
are worried about beneficiaries knowing the kinds of benefits they 
receive, we should be equally worried about proxy respondents know 
ing this information. Third, there are situations in which a working- 
age person may be correctly reported as the "recipient" of social secu-
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rity or SSI but is not the "beneficiary" whose health, disability, and 
employment status are of interest. This could occur if the recipient is a 
representative payee for a beneficiary who is too young, too disabled, 
or too impaired in old age to manage his or her own affairs. The payee 
is, technically, a recipient in that her or his name is on the check. Some 
4.2 million social security beneficiaries and 1.7 million SSI beneficia 
ries have representative payees (Mashaw and Reno 1996b, p. 56). The 
payees are very likely to be working-age adults who are not disabled. 
It remains a question how general household surveys distinguish bene 
fit "receipt" from disability beneficiary status among the working-age 
population.
For all of these reasons, our confidence in survey findings about the 
relationship between disability status and receipt of social security or 
SSI benefits among working-age adults would be greatly enhanced by 
an exact match with the Social Security Administration's administra 
tive records. This is true whether we are talking about the PSID, the 
Current Population Survey, the National Health Interview Survey or 
the new Health and Retirement Survey. Exact matches are not simple. 
They must comply with federal confidentiality requirements and are 
resource-intensive to construct well. But they are critically important 
for policy research on disability benefit programs and the cost is small 
in relation to the size of the programs for which policy evaluation is 
needed.
I recognize that researchers always want more and better data. But 
for purposes of research on the DI and SSI programs, data no better 
than that which existed nearly two decades ago would be a vast 
improvement. Between 1960 and 1978 the Social Security Adminis 
tration (SSA) sponsored special surveys of the disabled population 
every six years. The surveys were designed to capture the segment of 
the working-age population at risk of entering the disability rolls, as 
well as beneficiaries themselves, and some surveys included denied 
applicants. Each survey matched the reports by individuals in house 
holds with SSA's administrative records of the respondents' work and 
benefit histories. The period since 1978 has been a long dry spell in 
data base development.
This research conference is encouraging if it indeed barkens a 
revival of commitment within the federal government to investment in 
data bases that are needed to study the social security and SSI disabil-
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ity benefit programs. A promising new development is the first release 
of data files of the 1994-1996 Disability Survey sponsored by an inter- 
agency consortium led by the Office of the Assistant Secretary for 
Planning and Evaluation in the Department of Health and Human Ser 
vices (Adler 1996). In addition, the SSA's New Beneficiary Data Sys 
tem provides longitudinal data that follow a cohort of new DI 
beneficiaries for a decade after they entered the benefit rolls (Yeas 
1996). Finally, SSA's Disability Evaluation Study, which holds prom 
ise for study of the programs' eligibility criteria, continues to move 
through the planning, development and funding process (SSA 1996). 
All of these are promising new developments for disability research
Mary Daly's paper is a masterful job of gleaning from an existing 
data base new insights about the antecedents of entry to the DI and SSI 
disability rolls. If all of the new data bases under development are 
brought to fruition, researchers will have new opportunities over the 
next few years to refine our understanding of social security and SSI 
disability programs and the people who turn to them.
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